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Saudi Arabia
I. BACKGROUND AND FRAMEWORK
1. Human rights treaties which fall within the competence of UNESCO and international
instruments adopted by UNESCO
I.1. Table:
Title

Date of
ratification,

Declarations
/reservations

accession or
succession

Recognition
of specific
competences
of treaty
bodies

Reservations
to this
Convention
shall not be
permitted

Reference to the
rights within
UNESCO’s fields of
competence

Convention against
Discrimination in
Education (1960)

Ratified
17/08/1973

Right to education

Convention on
Technical and
Vocational
Education. (1989)

Not state party to
this Convention

Right to education

Convention
concerning the
Protection of the
World Cultural and
Natural Heritage
(1972)

Acceptance
07/08/1978

Right to take part in
cultural life

Convention for the Acceptance
Safeguarding of the 10/01/2008
Intangible
Cultural
Heritage (2003)

Right to take part in
cultural life

Convention on the Not state party to
Protection
and this Convention
Promotion of the
Diversity of Cultural
Expressions (2005)

Right to take part in
cultural life
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II.

Promotion and protection of human rights on the ground
1. Right to education
Normative Framework:
Constitutional framework:

2.
Article 13 of the Constitution of The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (the “Basic Law of
Governance”) adopted on 1st January 19931, states that “Education aims at the implantation of the
Islamic creed in new generations and the development of their skills so as to enable them to
contribute to the building of their society.” According to Article 30, “the state provides public
education and pledges to combat illiteracy”
Legislative framework:
3.
Issuing the by-laws of the Higher Education Council, under the Royal Decree No M/8 of
17 November 1993, has been a significant development in the field of education. These by-laws
include sixty articles covering all administrative and regulatory aspects of higher education.
4.
In accordance with the Education Policy Document, it is the duty of the State to provide
and spread education at all stages within the existing capacity and resources. In 2004, Royal
Decree no. 22646/R2 made primary education compulsory for all children aged 6 to 15.3 The
goal concerning compulsory education is also fulfilled by adopting the following actions:
provision of education to every school aged child; balanced distribution of schools in all
populated areas; provision of free transportation to both male and female students; financial
assistance to students to motivate them to continue their education; provision of free textbooks to
students at all stages. Article 233 of the Educational Policy states that all types of education are
free at all stages.
5.
Eliminating illiteracy: The Kingdom’s Adult Education and Literacy Law, promulgated
by Royal Decree no M/22 (9 Jumada II 1392 AH), obliges the State to eradicate illiteracy among
male and female citizens under the age of 45 without charge. It also obliges all government and
private organizations to eradicate illiteracy among employees. 4
6.
Royal Decree no. M/54 (29 Shawwal 1425 AH) was promulgated, amending several
articles of the Saudi Nationality Law to affirm the principle of equality between men and women
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in all matters relating to Saudi nationality (to be reviewed with the Ministry of Interior
representative).5
7.
Article 149 of the Labour Law (2005) specifies that women “shall work in all fields
suitable to their nature”, in accordance with sharia provisions. Employment opportunities for
women are mainly in education and health care. Some professions, in particular the legal and
judicial professions, are still beyond the reach of women.6 They cannot accept jobs in rural areas
if no adult male family member can take responsibility for them. Most workplaces are segregated
by gender. Contact with a male supervisor or client is allowed by telephone or fax. Women and
men work together in some hospitals, and women now broadcast radio news.
Policy measures:7
8.
In September 2008, Saudi Arabia joined the launch of Education for All: Class of 2015, a
new global initiative.8
9.
Education in the country is under the responsibility of the Ministry of Education, the
Ministry of Higher Education, and the General Organization for Technical Education and
Vocational Training. There are, however, other authorities that provide their affiliates and
children with kindergarten, elementary, intermediate, secondary and adult education.
10.
The Ministry of Education tends to delegate all operational and administrative
responsibilities to the regional and provincial education bodies. Therefore, the Ministry’s
headquarters concentrates on the strategic issues, as well as planning and supervising of
developmental and promotional activities. This should speed up the process of decision-making
and simplify the procedures.9
11.
The Educational Policy Document, issued by the Council of Ministers Resolution No. 779
of 17 December 1969, has been the basic reference on the fundamental, goals and objectives of
education. It is a comprehensive document which emphasizes the right Islamic orientation and
provides for extensive scientific and technological developments, with the ultimate objective of
promoting human dignity and prosperity. The Educational Policy in the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia provides that education of all types and at all levels shall be free and that the State shall
not charge tuition fees (Article 233). Education is financed by the State budget.
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12.
The Ten-year Strategic Plan (2004-2014) 10 of the Ministry of Education was approved by
the Minister of Education’s Decision No.1581/1/5 dated 17 March 2003. The decision stated that
the application of the Plan be effective in the year 2004 to coincide with the State’s Eighth
Development Plan. Within the framework of this plan, education is considered to be the main
source for the formation of the human capital which constitutes the essential element in all
aspects of economic development, particularly in the achievement of high development economic
rates.
13.
The Ninth Development Plan 2010-201411 envisages the creation of an integrated and
comprehensive education system that will strive to lay out solid pillars for the public, with the
help of well trained and highly qualified education professionals who can develop students'
capabilities and help them acquire cognitive and innovative skills. Among the main objectives of
the Human Resources Development are General Education, Higher Education and Technical and
Vocational Training.
Special needs Education
14.
Special needs education services have increased and special education programmes were
implemented in the country. Progress was achieved in different areas:
-

Audio disability category (38 advanced programme for audio disability were inaugurated
all over the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia)

-

Mental disability category (more than 50 programmes for multi disability students and
more than 50 programmes for autism students were open).

-

Vision disability category (speech central library with digital IDSEL system were
upgraded and developed in the speech library to provide blinded with cultural books and
curriculums).

-

Education difficulty categories. 12
Quality education

15.
The Government also engaged itself, through a Royal approval, to implement the King
Abdullah bin Abdul Aziz’ Project for the Development of General Education. This project
represents a landmark and one of the most essential projects of education qualitative development
in the History of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. An amount of 9 billion riyals has been allocated
for the purpose of:
10
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16.
Developing educational curricula in their broad sense in order to keep pace with modern
scientific and technological progress and meet educational, academic, occupational, mental,
physical, intellectual and livelihood-related needs.
17.
Retraining male and female teachers to perform their educational functions in a manner
conducive to achievement of the objectives of the updated educational curricula.
18.
Enhancing the educational environment and adapting its curricula for the introduction of
digital technology.
19.
Developing the inherent capacities, skills, creativity, talents and hobbies of students and
satisfying their personal aspirations.13
Languages in Education
20.
In May 2011, the Ministry of Education started preparing an English language curriculum
for fourth graders at all government schools for the start of the next academic year. The
curriculum includes the teaching of the English alphabet and numbers, in addition to initial
applications and practice books. The initial plan will see two classes per week. The language
classes will only be for the fourth graders next year. Grade five will be taught the year afterwards.
The ministry will request the Council of Ministers to consider English classes for children below
the fourth grade, they said. It has to be noted that private schools have been teaching English to
children in all their primary classes – from the first to the sixth grades.14
Gender Equality 15
21.
A number of positive developments have taken place affecting the status of women,
particularly in access to education, which has resulted in significant improvements in women’s
literacy rates within a relatively short period of time. Today, women enjoy free and nearly
complete access to primary and secondary education. This increase in girls’ years of education
has had a positive impact on marriage patterns, as shown for instance by an increase in the age of
first marriage and a decrease in polygamous practices. 16
22.
However, concerns have been raised that the overall aim of girls’ education which was to
prepare them for their “roles” as mothers and wives has not changed over the past 40 years.
Although stereotypes that were perpetuated in some textbooks have recently been removed, 17 at
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secondary and tertiary levels of education, girls specialize in humanities and arts rather than
science and engineering courses. They also remain excluded from some fields of study, and sexsegregated education impacts on the quality of education as the allocation of resources and access
are said to be unequally distributed.
23.
Nonetheless, the achievements in girls’ education have been commendable. However, this
has not been accompanied by a comparable increase in women’s participation in the labour force
and they are largely excluded from decision-making processes.
24.
Women are subject to greater restrictions than men regarding marriage to non-citizens and
to non-Muslims. Men may divorce without cause, but women must show cause. A Muslim
woman may keep her children until age 7 for boys and age 9 for girls, but beyond these ages their
custody goes to her husband or her deceased husband’s family.
25.
Women have access to free but segregated education through the university level. More
than 58% of university students are women, but there are areas of study that they are not
permitted to enter. Men may study overseas. Women doing so should be accompanied by a male
relative, but many women now study overseas without a guardian.
26.
Women’s low participation in the workforce is attributed to the mismatch between
educational outputs and employment opportunities, women’s lack of freedom of movement and
restrictions emanating from the guardianship system.18
27.
Article 149 of the Labour Law (2005) specifies that women “shall work in all fields
suitable to their nature”, in accordance with sharia provisions. Employment opportunities for
women are mainly in education and health care. Some professions, in particular the legal and
judicial professions, are still beyond the reach of women.19 They cannot accept jobs in rural areas
if no adult male family member can take responsibility for them. Most workplaces are segregated
by gender. Contact with a male supervisor or client is allowed by telephone or fax. Women and
men work together in some hospitals, and women now broadcast radio news.
Prison's schools
28.
A project in Saudi Arabia aims to activate the prisons schools and eliminate any barriers,
which preclude prisoners to continue their study and urge them to complete their suspended study
course during prison period. The main objectives are the following:
- enhance the prison school situation and activate its educational role
- eliminate barriers and obstacles that challenge prisoners’ study
- create and provide various activities and programmes that lead to prisoners' reformation
- provide prisoners with education and illiteracy control.
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29.
Prisoner's classes and schools were inaugurated all over the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia
prisons.20
Cooperation:
30.
Saudi Arabia is party to UNESCO’s Convention against Discrimination in Education
(1960) since 1973 but did not report to UNESCO within the framework of the seventh
consultation of Member States on the measures taken for its implementation (covering the period
2000-2005).
31.
Saudi Arabia is not party to UNESCO’s Convention on Technical and Vocational
Education (1989).
32.
Saudi Arabia did not report within the framework of the fourth consultation of Member
States on the measures taken for the implementation of the UNESCO’s Recommendation
concerning Education for International Understanding, Co-operation and Peace and Education
relating to Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (1974) (covering the period 2005-2008).
Freedom of opinion and expression
Achievements, best practices, challenges and constraints
Legislative framework
33.
The 1992 Basic Law of Saudi Arabia provides no explicit principle about freedom of
expression. The Press and Publication Act 2000 (amended 2011) continues to contain provisions
that penalize media outlets with high fines and closure for publishing any materials that damage
the reputation of the country’s grand mufti, members of the Council of Senior Religious Scholars
and government officials.
34.

A Freedom of information law has not been introduced in Saudi Arabia.

35.
Blasphemy is considered as a criminal offence punishable by death. Websites critical of
the government or considered sensitive are often blocked.
Media self-regulation
36.

Media self-regulatory mechanisms are not developed in Saudi Arabia.

Safety of journalists
37.
UNESCO recorded no killings of journalists in Saudi Arabia from 2008 to 2012.
However, according to local, regional, and international organizations, journalists continue to
face possibility of prison terms for their work and are subject to high level of censorship.
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The right to enjoy the benefits of scientific progress and
its applications (REBSP)
Cooperation: Achievements, best practices, challenges and constraints:
38.
The expert from Saudi Arabia is member of the permanent International Bioethics
Committee (IBC) of UNESCO, an advisory body concerning the follow-up to the Universal
Declaration on Bioethics and Human Rights (2005), and the International Declaration on Human
Genetic Data (2003).
39.
The Fifth Development Plan (1410-1415 AH: 1990-1995) required the Kingdom's
industry in both the public and private sector to concentrate on improving efficiency and
competitiveness. In achieving these goals, the application of the latest scientific developments
and the most advanced technology clearly had a major role.21
40.
Established in Riyadh in 1977 (1397 H), King Abdul Aziz City for Science and
Technology is an independent scientific organization, administratively attached to the Prime
Minister (the King). It is run by a higher committee chaired by the King. The Crown Prince and
First Deputy Premier deputize for the King. The committee's members are the Second Deputy
Premier and a number of ministers and ulema. Its objectives are:
i) The proposal of a national policy for the advancement of science and technology. It lays
down the required strategy to achieve this end.
ii)

The execution of scientific research programs for development in the Kingdom.

iii)

The fostering of the private sector to develop agricultural and industrial research.

iv)

The enhancement of various research programs between the Kingdom and international
scientific institutions for the purpose of keeping abreast of scientific advances, whether
through scholarships or joint research.

v)

The offering of scholarships and training courses in the field of scientific research. It also
awards scholarships to individuals and establishments to conduct applied scientific
research.

vi)

The coordination with governmental organs, scientific institutions and research centers in
the Kingdom for the purpose of research and data exchange. 22
Right to take part in cultural life

Normative Framework: constitutional and legislative frameworks
41.
The Basic Law of governance provides that the state protects human rights in accordance
with the Islamic Shari'ah and safeguards science, literature and culture; it encourages scientific
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research; it protects the Islamic and Arab heritage and contributes toward the Arab, Islamic and
human civilization.23
Institutional framework
42.
A variety of institutions have been established throughout the Kingdom to preserve Saudi
Arabia’s cultural heritage. One of the largest is the Department of Culture at the Ministry of
Culture and Information, which sponsors a wide range of cultural programs, including literary
and drama clubs, folklore classes, library events, arts and crafts as well as science projects. The
Department of Culture regularly sponsors exhibitions, literary readings and symposia at its
regional offices as well as its Riyadh headquarters. It also sponsors Saudis to participate in
international art and cultural events, including poetry and essay competitions as well as exhibits
of calligraphy and artwork. The Saudi Arabian Society for Culture and Arts, founded in 1972,
sponsors Saudi artists and provides ways for new talents to develop and display their art. The
Department of Museums and Antiquities was established in 1974. Today, there are major
museums in each of the Kingdom’s 13 provinces, as well many small privately owned ones
throughout the country.24
Work with civil society
43.
In Saudi Arabia, although there are hundreds of civil society organizations working in
various fields, the vast majority of Saudi NGOs are government-affiliated, and there are few if
any independent organizations. Civil society remains underdeveloped, due in large part to a
restrictive legal framework, a lack of transparency in NGO operations, and a lack of expertise in
establishing effective and sustainable institutions. This environment exists despite Saudi society’s
cultural and social heritage, and religious laws that call for civic work in various spheres.
Recently, Saudi Arabian society has seen an unprecedented increase in demand for civic rights.
In response to these demands, the Saudi Ministry of Social Affairs proposed in 2006 a draft Law
on Associations and Foundations. This law was revised and published by the Shura Council on
31 December 2007. 25
Right to take part in cultural life
Achievements, challenges, best practices and constraints related to the implementation of
the right to take part in cultural life
44.
Normative Framework: constitutional and legislative frameworks: The Basic Law of
governance provides that the state protects human rights in accordance with the Islamic Shari'ah
and safeguards science, literature and culture; it encourages scientific research; it protects the
Islamic and Arab heritage and contributes toward the Arab, Islamic and human civilization.
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45.
Institutional framework: A variety of institutions have been established throughout the
Kingdom to preserve Saudi Arabia’s cultural heritage. One of the largest is the Department of
Culture at the Ministry of Culture and Information, which sponsors a wide range of cultural
programs, including literary and drama clubs, folklore classes, library events, arts and crafts as
well as science projects. The Department of Culture regularly sponsors exhibitions, literary
readings and symposia at its regional offices as well as its Riyadh headquarters. It also sponsors
Saudis to participate in international art and cultural events, including poetry and essay
competitions as well as exhibits of calligraphy and artwork. The Saudi Arabian Society for
Culture and Arts, founded in 1972, sponsors Saudi artists and provides ways for new talents to
develop and display their art. The Department of Museums and Antiquities was established in
1974. Today, there are major museums in each of the Kingdom’s 13 provinces, as well many
small privately owned ones throughout the country.26
46.
Work with civil society: In Saudi Arabia, although there are hundreds of civil society
organizations working in various fields, the vast majority of Saudi NGOs are governmentaffiliated, and there are few if any independent organizations. Civil society remains
underdeveloped, due in large part to a restrictive legal framework, a lack of transparency in NGO
operations, and a lack of expertise in establishing effective and sustainable institutions. This
environment exists despite Saudi society’s cultural and social heritage, and religious laws that
call for civic work in various spheres. Recently, Saudi Arabian society has seen an unprecedented
increase in demand for civic rights. In response to these demands, the Saudi Ministry of Social
Affairs proposed in 2006 a draft Law on Associations and Foundations. This law was revised and
published by the Shura Council on 31 December 2007. 27
III.

RECOMMENDATIONS
Right to education

47.
Saudi Arabia is
encouraged to take further legislative measures, prohibiting
discrimination in education in accordance with the minimum standards outlined in Article 1,
paragraph 1(a-d) in UNESCO’s Convention against Discrimination in Education (1960).
48.
Saudi Arabia is encouraged to adopt further measures (e.g. special laws) which aim to
combat discrimination in education, protect minority groups, and promote gender equality in
education, reflecting their international commitment under the Convention against Discrimination
in Education.
49.
of the
period
bodies

UNESCO has launched the 8th Consultation on the measures taken for the implementation
Convention and Recommendation against Discrimination in Education (covering the
2006-2011), the results of this Consultation will be submitted to UNESCO’s governing
at the end of 2013. Saudi Arabia is party to UNESCO’s Convention against
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Discrimination in Education and is, according to Article 7 of the Convention, obligated to report
to UNESCO on “the legislative and administrative provisions they have adopted and other
actions which they have taken for the application of this Convention”. Saudi Arabia is
encouraged to submit a report on the measures taken for the implementation of the Convention
and Recommendation against Discrimination in Education.
50.
Saudi Arabia is encouraged to further elaborate provisions in its legislation and/or report
on the justiciability of the right to education in order to increase the potential for the right to
education to be respected, protected, fulfilled and monitored.
51.
Saudi Arabia is encouraged to ensure that every area of study on higher education is
accessible to women on the same basis as men.
Freedom of opinion and expression
52.
The Government is encouraged to introduce a freedom of information law that is in
accordance with international standards.
53.
The Government is encouraged to decriminalize defamation and make it part of the civil
code in accordance with international standards.
54.

UNESCO recommends developing the media self-regulatory mechanism.

55.
The Government is encouraged to review the pre-existing laws pertaining to media and
the press, including the The Press and Publication Act 2000, to bring them in line with
international standards.
The right to enjoy the benefits of scientific progress and
its applications (REBSP)
56.
The Government of Saudi Arabia is encouraged to report to UNESCO within the
framework of the on-going consultation with Member States on the monitoring of the
implementation and a possible revision of the 1974 Recommendation on the Status of Scientific
Researchers.
Right to take part in cultural life
57.
The legal and institutional framework that governs the safeguarding of the intangible
cultural heritage would benefit from revision and specific mandates and responsibilities from the
different governmental entities would need clarification. Greater resources to reinforce capacities
for the implementation of the 2003 Convention and the development of technical skills to
safeguard intangible cultural heritage should be allocated.

